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On the evening of July 26 in a nationally televised address, President Jose Sarney delivered a
scathing commentary on several amendments of Brazil's new constitution only days before
legislators were scheduled to begin voting on the final draft. Unless these articles are changed, he
said, the country will become ungovernable, suffering "permanent political and social instability"
at a high cost to be borne by all Brazilians. According to government officials, the president's
immediate goal was to negotiate the removal of articles found objectionable by conservative groups
within the military and the private sector. If this goal cannot be achieved, they said, Sarney will
attempt to mobilize support in the Constitutional Assembly to have the entire document rejected.
The 29-minute message was part of Sarney's last ditch efforts to drop certain "radical" articles of
the constitution that will replace the 1969 constitution imposed by the military regime. Members
of both chambers of the national congress, who have been acting as a Constitutional Assembly,
have been working on the document for the past 18 months. The final vote on the draft began July
26, and is expected to continue until September. In its present form, said Sarney, the constitution
would cause the loss of 20% in tax revenues next year, and force the government to cancel many
social welfare programs. He told television viewers that the "direct and immediate impact on the
state budget will exceed $12.6 billion," representing double the cost of federal, state and municipal
health programs, "or 32 years of free milk distribution, or twice the government deficit for this
year." Businesspersons have objected to reducing the work week from 48 to 44 hours, greater
rights to strike and higher social security benefits for workers. Some have protested the right
to a week of paternity leave, and an increase in maternity leave from three to four months. [Ed.
note: In practice, the current three-month maternity leave "right" is enjoyed by a tiny minority
of women. The beneficiaries tend to be employees of public companies or administration, or
large profitable private companies. A common practice has been for employers to simply lay off
pregnant women or fire them after claiming the employee has failed to meet certain standards.
Many women willingly accept an "understanding" about reduced maternity leave, or quit claiming
the "necessity" of spending time with their children.] Other articles would cancel some contracts
for oil exploration and bar foreign companies from mining activities. According to Sarney and some
members of the business community, these articles give the "wrong idea" to potential investors
in Brazilian development. The president also objected to articles that would impose a 12% lid on
real domestic interest rates, and lower the minimum voting from 18 to 16. Sarney said, "We do not
have adequate funds to implement all the provisions that the people believe they deserve. The
result will be a disaster for Brazil." Instead of promoting development, he added, many articles
would "discourage production, scare away capital, are against private initiative and will end up
stimulating laziness and unproductiveness." The president's intervention in the "sovereign" affairs
of the Constitutional Assembly provoked furious responses from many state governors and party
leaders, including Ulysses Guimaraes, head of the majority Brazilian Democratic Movement Party
(PMDB). In reference to the possible scuttling of the entire constitution draft, Guimaraes said he
believed the Assembly did not have enough "crazies" to support such "madness." He added, "I
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 074507
ISSN: 1060-4189

am president of Congress, not the director of an insane asylum." Although all the articles of the
draft constitution have been voted on separately, another vote originally scheduled for July 18
was postponed several times. If the draft is approved, articles could still be amended with 280
votes. [As of July 26, the government's strategy appeared to be aimed at obtaining the changes it
wants through threats to sink the whole project rather than fighting for amendments.] * On the
evening of July 28, the Constitutional Assembly approved the draft as a whole by a vote of 403 in
favor (of a total of over 500 members), thereby eliminating the risk of dissolving the Assembly and
scuttling the entire constitution. At the close of the session, Guimaraes said that the Brazilian people
selected the legislators to prepare and draft a new constitution, and not to cave in to the president's
threats. * As of July 28, Sarney's confrontation with the PMDB, and particularly Guimaraes, had
prompted the resignation of three ministers. Social Welfare Minister Renato Archer turned in his
resignation on July 27; on the following day, Minister of Culture Celso Furtado and Minister of
Science and Technology Luiz Henrique da Silveira followed suit. Archer told Brazilian reporters
that after hearing Sarney's speech, his stay in the cabinet had become "unsustainable." The former
minister said that Sarney's statements about the cost of additional social welfare benefits contained
in the new constitution had been grossly inflated. The home state of both Archer and Sarney is
Maranhao, located in northern Brazil. A former deputy governor of Maranhao, Archer's relationship
with Sarney has been described as adversarial for many years. In 1985, president-elect Tancredo
Neves offered Archer a place in his cabinet. When Neves died before his inauguration, and Sarney
assumed the presidency, Archer had considered refusing, but was persuaded by Guimaraes to
accept it. [Many politicians, including some of Sarney's supporters, said that his influence over the
congress has been weakened by spending a large amount of time and effort on issues benefiting
himself: the long campaign for a five- year presidential term ending in March 1990 (instead of a
four-year term as previously accepted by president-elect Tancredo Neves who died before his
inauguration), and another against turning Brazil's presidential system into a parliamentary one.
Sarney reportedly delayed the adoption of economic austerity measures until after the congress had
voted on the presidential term issue. Critics say that in the weeks prior to the two votes of greatest
concern to Sarney, he widely dispensed political favors, including the issue to political friends of
several hundred licenses to operate radio and television stations. (Basic data from AFP, 07/26/88,
07/28/88; New York Times, 07/27/88; AP, 07/28/88)
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